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Social media usage-tracking apps as viable alternatives to self-report measures and adoption of technology for mental health research
Sir,
The research on the use of social networking sites (SNS) has increased tremendously in the last decade. Mental health correlates of social media use are increasingly studied owing to the prevalence of associations among several psychopathological processes and social site usage. In this regard, a recent study by Barman et al. [1] explored the associations of depression and anxiety with social networking usage among medical students. Few concerns must be raised about the methodology of this study.
The authors have used self-report tools in this study which have various drawbacks in providing accurate measurements of variables, so I would like to bring awareness of the readers at the growing need of using better technology to measure social media usage. A recent Indian study [2] utilized a telemetric approach to investigate social media usage among medical students. This study took data of social media usage through Google Play apps -Callistics, App Usage Tracker, and Instant. These apps provide data of real-time usage of participants as compared to self-report retrospective reporting which is subject to bias. Not only that, the type of data provided and the variables measured are also more relevant and useful for research purposes in mental health area. This leads to the availability of better quality of data because every activity is measured by algorithms of computerized apps, and no subjective reporting is required.
For example, Barman et al's. study measured the frequency and duration of use per day as well as whether the SNS were used late night or early morning. These variables were measured by creating arbitrary categories of time intervals under which participants have to indicate their responses based on their memory. On the other hand, Prasad et al's. [2] study measured the variables (call time, messaging, video and music use, browsing, shopping, gaming, etc.) of smartphone use in actual minutes, of which SNS use was one among many. These kinds of data are totally objective and are not subject to any response biases that are commonly observed in self-report tools.
Seabrook et al. [3] conducted a systematic review of studies about SNS use, anxiety, and depression. They found that studies which have utilized real-time monitoring of SNS usage were able to remove biases in reporting, and such methodologies hold larger scope in bringing clarity in associations of mental health status with social media usage. For example, some researchers [4] have begun using experience-sampling methods (ESMs) where participants are instructed to provide their data at several times of the day, and through this, data about various patterns of social interaction, mood, and thoughts can be acquired. This method is similar to State measurement of variables (such as anxiety); however, its application is far superior to State versions of questionnaire as in State-Trait Anxiety Inventory. Monitoring at various time intervals provides patterns of changes across daily activities, compared to one-time resting-state condition of self-reporting.
Affordable and cheap application of ESM is possible through various usage-tracking apps and SNS-driven data (Likes, Comments, Shares, words and language, etc.) that provide more actual data than that of self-reporting. Seabrook et al. observed that realistic mental health status of SNS users is partly derivable from their patterns of use, language expressions, and profile information (WhatsApp status etc.). Such data also have the potential to identify the levels of severity of depressed and anxious moods, along with their sensitive monitoring of symptoms. Hence, they can provide alternatives to depression and anxiety inventories too. This makes them more widely applicable to prevent the distress of mental disorders by early identification.
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Use of social networking site and mental disorders among medical students in Kolkata, West Bengal
Sir, We must thank the author(s) of the referred letter for critical review of our published article. [1] We agree that the use of tracking applications may elicit more objective data regarding the use of social networking sites (SNSs) with almost no scope of recall bias. We also agree that the analysis of the content of SNSs for language and other responses (likes, share, emoji, etc.) will produce more rich data which are expressive of mental status of the individual.
However, the process of using those application for recording data regarding the use of SNSs with permission of study participants will pose a real challenge to the investigators. Besides, the language and responses of the participants may not be spontaneous and are liable to social desirability bias when they know that they are being tracked and all interactions in SNSs are recorded.
It was reported by Seabrook et al. that a perceptual bias may creep during the interpretation of quality of interaction in SNSs they are exposed to in case of subjective reporting by the participants of interactions in SNSs, than objective tracking by different computer/smartphone applications. [2] Here, lies a critical question on "superiority" of objective data over subjective responses of the participants. The systematic review made it clear that subjective value judgment of an individual regarding the quality of his/her interactions in SNSs would be more expressive of his/her mental status than the actual interaction. [2] Hence, the "arbitrary" categories such as "using SNSs in early morning/late night" is not only an estimate of the objective use of SNSs but also a measure of the perceptual issues of the participants regarding this. Both are important in research on mental health, and they are not mutually exclusive in any way.
We strongly believe that the learned readers of this esteemed journal can interpret the study findings in the light of the strength and limitation of the referred study. [1] 
